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Abstract. Self-talk, a form of self-regulation, has been demonstrated to influence behavior in 
both sport and exercise settings. The purpose of this study was to explore exercise organic self-
talk by female adolescents through focus groups and determine if self-talk differed between 
frequent exercisers and less frequent exercisers. The sample consisted of 28 females in grades 9 
through 12 from a Canadian secondary school. Physical activity levels were measured using Item 
7 from the Physical Activity Questionnaire for Adolescents (PAQ-A) and participants were 
grouped based on their scores on the 5-point Likert scale (less frequent exercisers 1-2, frequent 
exercisers 3-5). Preliminary evidence was provided that exercise frequency relates to the content, 
context, and characteristics of teen girls’ self-talk. The self-talk of frequent exercisers tended to 
focus on self-presentational concerns less than their less frequent exercising peers’, while 
demonstrating stronger and more consistent levels of self-efficacy and beliefs in outcome 
expectancy. In addition, in comparison to their less frequent exercising peers who employed 
spontaneous and negative self-talk most frequently, frequent exercisers were more likely to 
report motivational and positive statements. Overall, the results indicated that organic self-talk 
provides a picture of teen girls’ thoughts and attitudes towards exercise and may have an 
influential effect on exercise behavior.  
 










Physical activity and exercise have become a prominent focus in today’s society. Female youth 
demonstrate declining patterns of physical activity (including exercise) throughout adolescence, 
even more so than males (Corder et al., 2016; Yungblut, Schinkke, & McGannon, 2012). Teen 
girls’ thoughts on physical activity (PA) have been widely researched (Allender, Cowburn, & 
Foster, 2006; Clark, Spence, & Holt, 2011; Whitehead & Biddle, 2008; Yungblut et al., 2012), 
with a focus on uncovering perceived PA barriers and facilitators. Summarized by Yungblut and 
colleagues (2012), these barriers and facilitators relate to intrapersonal, social, and environmental 
factors. Intrapersonal factors include self-efficacy, perceived competence, and self-image. For 
example, teen girls are less inclined to participate in PA when they lack confidence in their 
ability to execute the skills demanded of the activity (Allender et al., 2006). On the other hand, 
when this confidence is present, interest in participation increases (Whitehead & Biddle, 2008). 
Social factors relate to the influence of peers, with the presence of friends facilitating 
participation in PA and exercise, and with the presence of judgmental others having the opposite 
effect (Kågesten et al., 2016; Yungblut et al., 2012). Lastly, environmental factors, such as 
gender-relevant programming and the accessibility of facilities, have also been shown to 
influence PA and exercise participation in this demographic. Yet to be solved, the issue of 
inactivity in teen girls is multidimensional and complex. This research has provided a solid base 
of information regarding why or why not teen girls choose to participate in PA and exercise.  
However, this body of literature has yet to touch on the relationship between specific 
psychological processes and behavior. 
 As described by Hall, Duncan, and McKay (2014), self-talk (verbalizations addressed to 
the self) is an example of a psychological process shown to influence behavior. In fact, research 
has demonstrated that it is a skill that can be developed and implemented to achieve desired 
outcomes (Hall et al., 2014). As a form of self-regulation, self-talk can be used deliberately to 
alter one’s own thoughts, behaviors, and responses (Hardy & Zourbanos, 2018; Morin, 1993), 
making it a thought process of particular interest when looking at behaviors like exercise.  
 Latinjak et al. (2019a) defined self-talk as verbalizations addressed to the self, overtly or 
covertly, characterized by interpretative elements associated to their content; and it either (a) 
reflects dynamic interplays between organic, spontaneous, and goal-directed cognitive processes 
or (b) “conveys messages to activate responses through the use of predetermined cues developed 
strategically, to achieve performance-related outcomes” (p. 363). This definition builds, in part, 
on the earlier work of Hardy (2006) who specified that self-talk is comprised of six dimensions: 
a) valence (i.e., positive, negative, or neutral); b) overtness (i.e., out loud or in your head); c) 
degree of self-determination (i.e., assigned or unassigned); d) motivational interpretation (i.e., 
motivating or demotivating); e) function (i.e., motivational or instructional); and f) frequency. 
The work of Latinjak et al. (2019a) and Hardy (2006) can act as a starting point by providing a 
framework for the exploration of self-talk use in various domains including exercise.  




 It is important to distinguish between organic self-talk and strategic self-talk (Latinjak et 
al., 2019a). Organic self-talk refers to inherent thoughts and self-statements addressed to oneself. 
It can either be spontaneous or goal directed (Latinjak, 2018; Latinjak, Hatzigeorgiadis, & 
Zourbanos, 2017; Latinjak et al., 2014). Spontaneous self-talk consists of unintended, non-
instrumental statements that come to mind uninvited and easily, which are, however, associated 
with the activity at hand and relevant contextual stimuli. Goal-directed self-talk is a controlled 
mental process deliberately used toward solving a problem or making progress on a task. It 
typically occurs during reasoning, problem-solving, and decision-making and includes the 
representation of current and desired states along with coordinated actions that attempt to convert 
the former to the latter.  
 When researchers have examined organic self-talk in sport, they have usually used 
qualitative approaches and focused on the content and functions of athletes’ self-talk (e.g., 
Hardy, Gammage, & Hall, 2001). More recently, researchers have investigated the link between 
spontaneous and goal-directed self-talk using reflexive interventions aimed at improving 
athletes’ organic self-talk (Barwood et al., 2015; Latinjak et al., 2016). In this research, 
psychologically challenging situations are considered, including experiences of the dynamic 
interplay of spontaneous and goal-directed self-talk. Subsequently, athletes are challenged with 
replacing their past goal-directed self-talk with alternative approaches for regulating spontaneous 
self-talk, emotions, motivation, and behavior. 
 Strategic self-talk is the use of cue words aimed at facilitating learning and improving 
performance through the activation of appropriate responses (Latinjak et al., 2019a). These cues 
are typically employed just prior to, or while, performing a task, and can either be instructional 
or motivational. The majority of the self-talk literature relating to physical activity is in the 
sporting domain. Moreover, this self-talk literature has been dominated by intervention studies 
investigating the effectiveness of strategic self-talk (Galanis et al., 2018; Galanis et al., 2016). To 
date, it has been demonstrated that strategic self-talk is related to performance improvement 
(Hatzigeorgiadis, Theodorakis, & Zourbanos, 2004; Hatzigeorgiadis et al., 2009), self-
confidence (Hatzigeorgiadis et al., 2009; Hidayat & Budiman, 2014), self-efficacy (Zourbanos et 
al., 2013), and learning achievement (Hidayat & Budiman, 2014).  
 Research in exercise has primarily investigated the organic self-talk of adult participants. 
Some of the initial work was undertaken by Kendzierski  and Johnson (1993). They developed 
the Exercise Thoughts Questionnaire to assess the frequency with which individuals have 
thoughts involving reasons or excuses for not exercising at the present time. They found that 
women reported a higher frequency of thoughts involving reasons or excuses for not exercising 
than men. Continuing in this vein, Gyurcsik and Brawley (2000) reported that participants who 
were more positive in their acute thinking about exercise exhibited significantly higher 
self‐efficacy and attendance to an exercise program than did their negative‐thinking counterparts. 
In another study with older adults, Gyurcsik and Estabrooks (2004) found that participants 
experienced both acute positive and negative thoughts toward exercise, and to successfully cope 
with negative thoughts, they used various cognitive and behavioral strategies.  




 Gammage, Hardy, and Hall (2001) examined the four Ws (i.e., where, when, what, and 
why) of the use of organic exercise self-talk. They showed that exercisers employ self-talk most 
often at their exercise location, during exercise. Exercisers reported employing short phrases, 
neutral self-talk, and referred to themselves in the second person most frequently. Self-talk was 
reported serving various purposes including instruction, strategy, and motivation. As well, 
O’Brien Cousins (2003) found active individuals report using positive self-talk to counter or 
balance negative thoughts regarding exercise. Specifically, adults within the first six months of 
being regularly active have reported using self-talk to motivate themselves to begin or continue 
exercising (O’Brien Cousins & Gillis, 2005). On the other hand, this same research uncovered 
that it is not uncommon for some adults to use self-talk to talk themselves out of exercising. 
Once starting an exercise bout, St. Clair Gibson and Foster (2007) have proposed that self-talk 
may play a crucial role in the success or failure of that bout. Although the above research makes 
a vital contribution to the area of exercise self-talk, many gaps still remain.  
 Females tend to show declining patterns of PA and exercise throughout adolescence 
(Corder et al., 2016) and as a form of self-regulation (Hardy & Zourbanos, 2018), self-talk can 
provide insights into what these adolescences think about exercise. The current body of self-talk 
literature regarding sport and exercise provides a starting point for the exploration of the use of 
exercise related self-talk by teenage girls, a topic that has received limited consideration. As self-
talk has been demonstrated to influence both cognition and behaviour (Latinjak et al., 2019b), 
forming a detailed picture of how it is used by teenage girls may be assistive in addressing their 
physical inactivity. Therefore, the purpose of the present study was to qualitatively explore the 
use of organic exercise self-talk by female adolescents and determine if self-talk differed 









Twenty-eight female students, in grades 9-12, were recruited from secondary school in a midsize 
Canadian city. Excluded from participating were males, students outside of grades 9-12, and 
those who were unable to understand/communicate in fluent English. Assent and parental 













In order to compare the self-talk of frequent exercisers and less frequent exercisers, participants 
were grouped using the 7th item of the Physical Activity Questionnaire for Adolescents (PAQ-A; 
Kowalski, Crocker, & Kowalski, 1997). This item asked participants to choose a statement that 
best described how much physical activity they participated in during their free time in the last 
seven days. Scored from 1 to 5 the options were: “All or most of my free time was spent doing 
things that involve little physical effort”; “I sometimes (1-2 times last week) did physical things 
in my free time (e.g., played sports, went running, swimming, bike riding, did aerobics)”; “I 
often (3-4 times last week) did physical things in my free time”; “I quite often (5-6 times last 
week) did physical things in my free time”; “I very often (7 or more times last week) did physical 
things in my free time”. This item was chosen as the most accurate representation of this 
population as it included both weekend and weekdays and excluded mandatory activities such as 
physical education (PE) classes. Validation was achieved using a single exercise specific 
question: “I participate in planned, structured, and repetitive physical activity for the purpose of 
improving or maintaining physical fitness.” Participants were asked to indicate how accurate this 
statement was for them on a 7-point Likert scale ranging from 1-7 (1 = not true for me, 4 = 
sometimes true for me, 7 = very true for me). Spearman’s Rho indicated a moderate correlation 
between the two questions, rho = .53, which was considered sufficient to allow for the use of 7th 
item independently.  
 
Focus groups  
 
A total of five focus groups, consisting of 5-9 participants, a moderator and an interview 
assistant were conducted. Focus groups are suggested when research is relating to group norms, 
meaning and processes; they are able to generate a rich understanding of participants experiences 
(Burnard et al., 2008). Participants were divided into these groups based on similar age and 
activity levels to increase their comfort level. The moderator and interview assistant shared the 
same gender as the participants and were relatively close in age (Liamputtong, 2011). A flexible 
interview guide (Patton, 2002) was used allowing for inclusion or exclusion of topics as each 
session progressed. Due to participant age, the focus group sessions were between 45 and 60 
minutes and limited to 6 questions (Liamputtong, 2011). 
 
Data collection  
 
Upon obtaining approval from ethics boards at the host university and district school board, 
contact was made with two teachers at one secondary school who recruited students individually 
from their classes. Students interested in participating were given the information letter/parental 
consent and assent forms and following the return of these documents completed the exercise 




classification measures in order that the focus groups could be organized. 
The focus groups all took place at the secondary school in classrooms selected based on 
availability. Classrooms were arranged so that the students were seated in a circle around desks 
in order to facilitate open communication and inclusion (Liamputtong, 2011). On arrival both 
consent and assent forms were collected.  A moderator and assistant were present for each focus 
group. Once all participants were present the moderator initiated the focus group using the three-
part flexible interview guide.  
 The first part of the guide, a welcome and introduction, explained the intentions and 
guidelines of the focus group, provided a simple definition of self-talk (verbalizations addressed 
to the self; Hall et al., 2014), and encouraged participants to raise any questions or concerns at 
that time, or at any point in the future. The moderator and the research assistant introduced 
themselves and participants were asked to confirm that they were comfortable with the session 
being audio recorded. The moderator then explained that the assistant would be writing down the 
participants initials when they spoke next to corresponding time points in order to know who was 
speaking when referring to the audio recording later. The participants were told that the 
conversation would last for approximately 45-60 min with a 5 min break halfway through. The 
meaning of confidentiality was reviewed, and the participants were asked to confirm that they 
agreed not to share each other’s names or anything that was said during the focus group. 
Participants were then invited to take turns sharing their name, grade, and a personal interest or 
hobby. 
 The second part of the guide consisted of the main discussion questions. Participants 
were asked to give general examples of their exercise related self-talk in order to ensure they 
understood the definition of self-talk. Examples of self-talk were provided until the participants 
were able to provide their own examples. Researchers were careful to note opposing self-talk 
types and examples equally (e.g., positive and negative, motivational and demotivational). The 
interview guide included questions regarding the self-talk dimensions; frequency (i.e., how often 
do you use exercise related self-talk?), valence (i.e., give examples of negative or positive things 
you have said to yourself about exercise), interpretation (i.e., discuss how your self-talk 
motivates or demotivates you to exercise, give examples) and overtness (i.e., do you talk to 
yourself out loud, in your head, or both?). The self-determined dimension of self-talk was 
excluded, as we were interested only in participants’ personal self-talk, not self-talk assigned by 
trainers or coaches.  
 The third part of the guide consisted of the moderator summarizing the main points of the 
session and inviting participants to make final comments. Participants were thanked for their 




Using the audio recording and the assistant’s notes, each of the discussions were transcribed by 
the main researcher. Communicative gestures, and instances of agreement, consensus and 




disagreement were noted (Stewart & Shamdasani, 2014). Pauses, slang, and incomplete words 
were included and recorded as accurately as possible in attempt to represent the true meaning of 
the participants’ statements (Stewart & Shamdasani, 2014). Individual files were created by 
dividing each of the transcripts by speaker, isolating all of the statements made by each 
participant. Files were then uploaded into the R package RQDA (Huang, 2014) for qualitative 
data analysis. 
 From a constructivism perspective, the data was approached using flexible thematic 
analysis (TA), as this allows for analysis of people’s experience in relation to an issue (Braun, 
Clarke, & Weate, 2016). Inductive and deductive methods were applied in a cyclical manner to 
develop codes—words or short phrases used to represent or summarize themes and attributes 
found within the data—and corresponding categories to organize the data (Saldana, 2009). Early 
observations and themes, based on the dimensions of self-talk and other relevant literature, were 
used as initial codes - “first impression” phrases derived from an open-ended process…” 
(Saldana, 2009, p. 4). As well, the interview guide prompted for examples of the dimensions of 
self-talk (e.g., valence and interpretation), which were used to accurately code other similar 
statements for each participant. 
 As TA is a reflexive process, initial codes were modified and descriptive codes, 
representing central topics, were created after several thorough readings and first cycle coding of 
the transcribed files. Codes were classified into a hierarchal category system based on the 
theoretical framework, reoccurring themes, and similarities between attributes. Simultaneous 
coding allowed for each self-talk statement to be labeled with all relevant codes. After repeating 
first cycle coding methods several times, second cycle coding methods were applied and 
repeated resulting in the merging of codes and the finalization of categories to achieve thematic 
and theoretical organization (Saldana, 2009). Transcripts included all of the statements made by 
each participant, resulting in a collection of self-talk quotes and explanations. Only the self-talk 
quotes were coded, however, explanations (dialogue outside of the specific examples) were 
instrumental in interpreting participants’ self-talk.  
 The main researcher and two members of the research team initially coded one 
participant file individually. Researchers then met to discuss each coded sample in the file 
reaching an inter-rater reliability of 99%. As attitudes and topics of discussion appeared to vary 
between groups, the same process was applied to the file of a participant from the other group.  
As an inter-rater reliability of 99% was again reached, the main researcher then coded the 
remaining files. With each file the number of codes were counted for each code allowing for 
comparison of code counts between groups and overall. The use of simultaneous coding allowed 
for the observation of paired codes; thus, researchers were able to see how frequently certain 











The grouping factor (frequent exerciser or less frequent exerciser) was determined using the 7th 
item of the PAQ-A, which had possible scores ranging from 1-5. Results indicated that the girls 
participated in PA approximately two to three times in the previous seven days during leisure 
time (M = 2.76, SD = 0.69). The frequent exerciser group (n = 13) included all participants with 
a score of 3, 4 or 5 (M = 3.85, SD = 0.90), demonstrating three or more instances of PA 
participation during leisure time in the last seven days. The less frequent exerciser group (n = 15) 
included those with a score of 1 or 2 (M = 1.67, SD = 0.49), indicating participation in PA during 
leisure time less than two times in the past seven days. The mean number of codes per participant 
(M = 93.11, SD = 50.26) did not differ significantly between the two exercise groups, t(26) = 
0.17), p > .05, MD = 3.16. Qualitative analysis produced three higher order themes (context, 




Described by time and exercise behavior, context accounted for the situation in which each self-







Figure 1. Context and sub-themes 






Participants reported using exercise related self-talk both inside and outside of exercise settings. 
Frequent exercisers reported using self-talk most during exercise followed by outside of, and 
before exercise. Less frequent exercisers used self-talk most outside of exercise settings followed 
by during and before exercise, respectively. 
 
Exercise behavior  
 
Exercise behavior associated with participants’ self-talk was classified as either favorable, when 
participants started or continued to exercise at any intensity; or unfavorable, when participants 
stopped exercising or continued to not exercise. Statements were not coded for exercise behavior 
of participation when it was mandatory (e.g., grade nine gym) or it was not possible to deduce 
how the participant behaved. Frequent exercisers’ self-talk was found to be associated with 
favorable more than unfavorable behavior, while less frequent exercisers’ self-talk was 




As the most diverse category, content represented focal topics (focus) and participant attitude 




Participants’ self-talk touched on various topics, however, for the purpose of this study only the 




Leary (1992, 2019) described self-presentation as the effort put forth to control and maintain 
how others perceive us. Sub-themes relating to self-presentation included: appearance, 
comparison to others, and concern for audience. Less frequent exercisers focused on all three 
self-presentation topics more so than frequent exercisers, with appearance, comparison to others 
and concern for audience being their three most common focuses after outcome. Frequent 
exercisers also focused on self-presentation, with the exception of concern for audience, which 









Figure 2. Content and sub-themes 
 
 
Appearance. Participants’ appearance related self-talk focused on how they looked 
physically or while executing a skill, such as, “Man, I need to get fit so I look good in my dress.” 
or “I don’t want to be running, it just looks really weird.”  
Comparison to others. Comparison to others referred to instances where participants 
evaluated themselves in relation to others; saying things like, “I work out every day and my tight 
clothing does not look like that. Why don’t I look like that?”  
Concern for audience. Statements like, “Everyone is looking at me, and this is why I 
should be working out because I'm not feeling comfortable in my body, but I don't want to work 
out because I feel like people are looking at me… so what do I do?” demonstrated a concern for 




Participants in both groups often referred to the outcomes that they expected or desired from 
participating in exercise. Brianna gave an example of outcome focused self-talk when she 
recalled saying to herself, “If I go work out I know I can burn those calories… just try hard, and 
then those calories can be gone and then I can do it again.” after eating a hamburger. 




Task instructions  
 
Task instructions comprised statements that were used to give instruction such as “Try to play 
the catch-up game instead of giving up.” or “Just make it to the next tree.” Although intuitively 
statements including task instructions might be thought to be used for instructional purposes 
only, participants were found to use task instructions more often for motivation (e.g., to continue 
exercising). Task instructions were the fourth most common focus for frequent exercisers, who 




 Participants’ feelings or position with respect to exercise were often indicated by their self-talk. 
Specifically, attitudes towards participating in exercise (participation), belief in personal ability 
to participate in exercise successfully (self-efficacy), and belief that exercising would lead to the 




In both groups, participants were most often observed to feel disinclined, followed by obligated 
then inclined to participate in exercise. In comparison however, frequent exercisers showed 
inclination and obligation more than less frequent exercisers who demonstrated disinclination 
more. Statements such as “I don't want to do this, I'm not in the mood” were taken to indicate 
that the participant felt disinclined to participate in exercise. Obligation was identified by terms 
such as ‘should,’ ‘need to,’ ‘have to,’ ‘must,’ ‘force,’ and ‘no choice’, and was associated almost 
equally with favorable and unfavorable behaviors.  Erica described her thoughts about exercise 
after eating, saying, “I need to burn off what I just ate.” Most participants mentioned that they 
didn’t want to exercise, yet they felt that they should/had to.  Statements like, “Ya, I want to 





Self-talk was described as efficacious when participants demonstrated that they believed they 
had sufficient ability, energy, skill, or time to successfully participate in, demonstrate, or 
complete an aspect of exercise. Frequent exercisers demonstrated efficacious beliefs the most 
while less frequent exercisers demonstrated inefficacious beliefs more. Anna explained how 
setting small goals during her runs motivates her because she feels like she can achieve them: “I 
got this” and “At least I can make it to the next landmark,” and then I make it and I'm like, 
“Okay I did that, now I can go to the next one.” When these beliefs were lacking, self-talk was 
described as inefficacious. Nadia noted that she compares herself to others, which negatively 




impacts her belief in her own ability to exercise, “Why aren't I as good as they are? Why can’t I 




Relating to participants’ belief of whether exercise will result in the outcome that they desire; 
outcome expectancy was demonstrated as present or absent in the self-talk of some participants. 
Lydia demonstrated her belief that exercise would result in the outcome she wanted when she 
said, “I could look like that if I just do what she's doing” after seeing a girl she wanted to look 
like at the gym. On the other hand, participants like Katrina described doubt that exercising 
would produce the desired results; "Well nothing is happening, I might as well stop.” Outcome 
expectancy was absent slightly more than present for less frequent exercisers. For frequent 




Including person, valence, and purpose, characteristics represented the attributes of the 





Figure 3. Characteristics and sub-themes 






The perspective of each self-talk example was noted as first person or non-first person. Reported 
most frequently by both groups, first person statements used first person pronouns or were from 
the view of the participant, such as, “I can do this” or “This is awful.” Non-first-person 
statements used the pronoun “you”, the participants own name, or were expressed as if being 




Each statement was classified as negative, positive, or neutral. Less frequent exercisers used 
negative self-talk the most followed by positive then neutral, while frequent exercisers used 
positive and negative self-talk almost equally, followed by neutral self-talk.  
 
Negative  
Self-talk quotes were classified as negative if interpreted as detrimental, critical, and harsh, or 
indicating helplessness, hopelessness, and frustration. Before exercising Holly admitted she often 
is negative, saying things like, “Oh my gosh I don’t want to go…I hope this ends fast.” 
 
Neutral  
Statements not appearing to be interpreted as either positive or negative by the participant were 
classified as neutral. Olivia discussed how she plans to exercise after school but then just does 
not, saying things like, “Okay, I'm just going to have supper and go to bed.”   
 
Positive  
Statements coded as positive were considered self-validating, optimistic, hopeful, and 
encouraging. When feeling self-conscious before a trip Leah considered exercising more to look 
better in a bikini, however, she reasoned that “Maybe it doesn't really matter, not everyone has a 




The sub-theme purpose was developed and modified from Hardy’s (2006) ‘function’ dimension, 
which was described by Latinjak et al. (2019b) as the purpose self-talk is intended to serve and 
more accurately represents the present dataset. Participants either used spontaneous or goal-
directed self-talk. As well, participants reported using self-talk to talk themselves out of 
exercising. Thus, self-talk purpose, discussed in order of frequency below, was described as 
spontaneous or goal-directed, and if the latter was motivation, demotivational, or instructional. 
Less frequent exercisers used spontaneous self-talk the most followed by motivational self-talk. 
In contrast, frequent exercisers used motivational the most followed by spontaneous self-talk.  






Self-talk was classified as spontaneous when it was reactive or impulsive—lacking intent, effort, 
and premeditation. Much of this self-talk was negative in nature. Sophie described how 
spontaneous negative statements like “I can’t do this! I don’t want to do this. This is awful…” 




Divided into motivational, demotivational, and instructional, goal-directed statements were used 
with the intent to alter thoughts, actions, states, and responses. 
 
Motivational. Participants’ self- talk was classified as motivational when it was 
purposeful and facilitated exercise behaviour. As described by Gammage and colleagues (2001), 
the motivation function is comprised of sub-categories: arousal, mastery, and drive. Arousal self-
talk is used to get 'psyched up', relax, or avoid/deal with boredom. Mastery self-talk facilitates 
focus, coping, and self-confidence, which includes the focusing or refocusing of attention to cope 
with/get through a long or intense workout. Self-talk relating to drive can be used to control 
effort, increase or maintain drive, increase performance and provide encouragement and 
reminders of benefits and goals (Gammage et al., 2001; Latinjak et al., 2019a).  Although they 
were not noted individually, all three sub-categories were classified as motivational self-talk. 
Examples of motivational self-talk include: “let’s go”, “you’ve done it before you can do it 
again”, and “I can do this!”  
 
Demotivational. Self-talk used to rationalize, justify, and encourage exercise avoidance 
was classified as demotivational. Nadia explained talking herself out of exercising by making 
excuses like, “I don't have enough time”, “I just don't want to move” and “it’s too hot out”, or by 
focusing on concerns she had due to her lack of belief in her ability to perform exercises 
properly. She admitted that she says things like, “I don't really want people to see me” because I 
know I’m not good at exercising. Demotivational self-talk was the third most frequent self-talk 
purpose for both groups. 
 
Instructional. Statements providing an order, command, or description of a process were 
classified as instructional. Although the present study did not distinguish between the two, 
instructional self-talk includes both general and specific instructions. General statements pertain 
to strategy, performance improvement, and workout programming, while specific statements 
regard skills or discrete actions such as posture, technique, and breathing (Gammage et al., 
2001). An example of instructional self-talk was given by Maria, who used instructions like 
“don’t breathe loud” and “wipe away your sweat”, when trying to impress her workout partner. 




Instructional self-talk was very uncommon with only four examples provided by two less 




The intent of this research was to explore teen girls’ organic exercise self-talk in attempt to 
uncover common themes and differences between the self-talk of frequent exercisers and less 
frequent exercisers for this population. Although both groups reported exercise related self-talk 
with equal frequency, differences in self-talk content, context, and characteristics between the 
two groups were evident. Our results indicated that exercisers reported employing self-talk the 
most during exercise mirroring findings from Gammage and colleagues (2001). As St. Clair 
Gibson and Foster (2007) proposed, self-talk may play a crucial role in the success of an exercise 
bout. Less frequent exercisers however, reported using self-talk more outside of exercise 
settings. Based on previous findings that self-talk is often used by non/irregular exercisers to talk 
themselves out of exercising (Kendzierski  & Johnson, 1993; O’Brien Cousins, 2003; O’Brien 
Cousins & Gillis, 2005), increased use of self-talk outside of exercise settings may be 
problematic. Previous research has mentioned that some high frequency exercisers have a ‘just 
do it’ mentality, purposefully avoiding self-talk so it cannot deter them from exercising (O’Brien 
Cousins & Gillis, 2005). It may be useful for less frequent exercisers to aim to employ either 
goal-directed motivational self-talk to override their frequent demotivational self-talk or attempt 
to ‘just do it’ as opposed to thinking about it.  
Frequent exercisers’ self-talk was also associated more with favorable exercise behavior, 
while the self-talk of less frequent exercisers was more often linked to unfavorable behavior. 
This contributes to the validation of the grouping factor employed in this research, allowing for 
the extension of findings to not only frequent exercisers and less frequent exercisers but also the 
behaviors themselves. Future research should verify this extension by identifying the 
simultaneous presence of organic self-talk attributes and favorable or unfavorable behaviors 
specifically.  
Participants’ self-talk covered numerous topics with frequent reference to outcome, self-
presentational concerns, and for frequent exercisers specifically task instructions. Both groups 
most often focused on the outcomes they hoped to achieve in their self-talk. Their specific focus 
on appearance related outcomes suggests appearance as a primary motivator for their exercise 
participation. Previous research has also reported that regular exercisers employ self-talk to 
remind themselves of desired outcomes (Gammage et al., 2001). The prominence of self-
presentation focused self-talk (appearance, concern for audience, and comparison to others), 
however, differed from previous exercise self-talk findings (Gammage et al., 2001). It appears 
that, unlike regular exercisers who focused on the process of exercising (i.e., task instruction, 
exercise remaining), teen girl’s self-talk is focused more on barriers and motivators like self-
presentation. Schmitz and colleagues (2002) found placing a high value on appearance to be 
associated with increased PA participation in teen girls, explaining the prevalence of appearance 




related self-talk in frequent exercisers. In contrast, supporting less frequent exercisers use of self-
presentation focused self-talk, Culos-Reed et al. (2002) found greater self-presentational 
concerns to be present in those who exercised two times or less per week, when compared to 
those who exercise three or more times a week. Based on these findings (and recalling that less 
frequent exercisers were grouped due to their participation in PA less than three times a week), it 
is possible that the higher frequency of self-presentation focused self-talk reported by less 
frequent exercisers can be explained by their increased self-presentational concerns when 
compared to frequent exercisers.  
In the literature, the desire for appearance related outcomes has been found to correlate 
positively with external forms of regulation (introjected and external) and negatively with 
exercise participation (Ingeldew & Markland, 2008). In other words, constructs that are 
frequently depicted in the self-talk of participants in this study are known to predict insufficient 
or declining participation in exercise. Verifying this link would allow self-talk to be used as an 
avenue for gathering information on, and possibly manipulating, thoughts towards exercise. If 
confirmed, a possible solution to their inactivity would be to educate teen girls on how their 
thoughts (specifically self-talk) influence their ability to successfully maintain exercise habits.  
In terms of attitude towards participating in exercise, in order of reported use, both 
groups reported disinclined, obligated, and inclined self-talk. This reveals that these teen girls 
don’t want to exercise yet feel like they should.  It is possible that these trends could be 
explained by a heighted focus on barriers to exercise resulting in a lack of desire to participate. 
Frequent exerciser’s self-talk indicated feelings of obligation more so than the self-talk of less 
frequent exercisers. Feelings of obligation may stem from participants’ sources of motivation 
(i.e., appearance outcomes). Markland and Ingledew (2007) revealed that appearance related 
motives are associated with statements like, “I must exercise”, which are experienced as 
controlling and linked to decreased long-term adherence. Therefore, although these girls are 
currently exercising, controlling sources of motivation may impede their adherence to exercise 
over time (Ingledew & Markland, 2008).  
For outcome expectancy, frequent exercisers’ self-talk demonstrated they believed 
exercise would result in the desired outcome, where the self-talk of less frequent exercisers 
demonstrated equal instances of belief and disbelief. Maddux, Norton, and Stolenberg (1986) 
demonstrated that outcome expectancy beliefs are correlated with behavioral intentions; in such, 
that a person’s intention to carry out a behavior increases with their belief that the behavior will 
result in the outcome they desire. Building on these findings Desharnais, Bouillon, and Godin 
(1986) demonstrated that outcome expectancy positively correlates with not just intention, but 
exercise adherence as well. Moreover, Gyurcsik and Brawley (2000) found that participants who 
were more positive in their acute thinking about exercise demonstrated significantly higher 
self‐efficacy and attendance to an exercise program than did their negative‐thinking counterparts. 
In the present study, the more consistent presence of positive outcome expectancy in frequent 
exercisers and opposing trends in self-efficacy between the two groups contributes to explaining 
their differences in exercise participation.  




In the sport and exercise literature, negative self-talk has been considered a detriment to 
PA performance and participation (Hardy, Oliver, & Todd, 2009; O’Brien Cousins, 2003). Based 
on findings to date, and the present study revealing the majority of less frequent exercisers’ self-
talk to be negative, it is probable that use of negative self-talk is linked to unfavorable exercise 
behavior.  In contrast, positive self-talk has been demonstrated to be facilitative in sport (Tod, 
Hardy, & Oliver, 2011) and used much more than negative self-talk by regular exercisers 
(Gammage et al., 2001). Although frequent exercisers’ self-talk was also often negative in the 
current study, positive self-talk was reported equally often. O’Brien Cousin’s (2003) finding that 
in order to participate in exercise positive self-talk was not needed in excess, but in balance to 
negative self-talk, seems to be supported by the present results. Identifying the relationship 
between self-talk valence and exercise participation is a possible avenue for future researchers to 
understand how negative and positive self-talk interact, and in what proportion they are ideal for 
facilitating exercise behavior.  
Less frequent exercisers reported spontaneous self-talk the most followed by goal-
directed motivational self-talk. In contrast, frequent exercisers reported goal-directed 
motivational self-talk the most followed by spontaneous self-talk. Also, both groups indicated 
using demotivational self-talk the third most often. Their spontaneous self-talk tended to be 
negative in nature, and demotivational self-talk generally took the form of excuses for not 
exercising. Thus, while experiencing spontaneous and demotivational self-talk was problematic 
for both groups, it was especially so for the less frequent exercisers who reported more 
spontaneous self-talk. Previous research (O’Brien Cousins & Gillis, 2005) has found that it is not 
uncommon for adults to use self-talk to talk themselves out of exercising. In addition, Gyurcsik 
and Brawley (2000) reported that participants who were more negative in their acute thinking 
about exercise exhibited significantly lower self‐efficacy and attendance to an exercise program 
than did their positive‐thinking counterparts. Therefore, it would be worthwhile for exercise 
researchers to follow the lead of Latinjak et al. (2016) and investigate the link between 
spontaneous and goal-directed self-talk using reflexive interventions aimed at improving 
athletes’ organic self-talk. 
Goal-directed self-talk that was motivational was reported most often by frequent 
exercisers in the present study, supporting findings by Gammage et al. (2001). Previously, 
motivational self-talk has been demonstrated to relate positively to self-confidence, task 
performance, learning achievement and decreased anxiety (Hatzigeorgiadis et al., 2009; Hidayat 
& Budiman, 2014). Thus, more frequent use of motivational self-talk by exercisers may 
contribute to their continued participation in exercise. The infrequent use of instructional self-
talk in the present study could be explained by the method of classification used as statements 
like “keep going”, although technically instructional, were classified as motivational. However, 
the overall focus of teen girls self-talk was not on the process of exercising itself, which is likely 
why they did not often report using instructions in their self-talk. In light of findings from the 
literature (Barwood et al., 2015; Latinjak et al., 2016) and the present study, it appears that links 
exist between goal-directed self-talk and favorable behavior. Thus, goal-directed self-talk could 




be a helpful technique to encourage teen girls (and perhaps other demographics) to use when 
contemplating, beginning, or maintaining exercise habits.  
Although these findings significantly contribute to the exercise self-talk literature, they 
should not be considered without acknowledging this study’s limitations.  First, students were 
recruited from one school, thus the sample may lack diversity resulting in an inaccurate 
representation of this demographic as a whole. Second, participants elevated self-presentational 
concerns may have deterred them from sharing their thoughts fully and honestly. Future research 
may benefit from exploring different methods, such as internet-based data collection, as research 
indicates that the anonymity of the internet results in a more accurate account of one’s personal 
thoughts and ‘true self’ (Bargh, McKenna, & Fitzsimons, 2002). 
Self-talk provides a picture of the complex thoughts that teen girls have with respect to 
exercise. The present study provides preliminary evidence that exercise frequency (less than 
twice a week versus three times or more) relates to the content, context, and characteristics of 
teen girls’ organic self-talk. The self-talk of frequent exercisers tended to focus on self-
presentational concerns less than their less frequent exercising peers’, while demonstrating 
stronger and more consistent levels of self-efficacy and beliefs in outcome expectancy (positive 
correlates of exercise behavior). As well, in comparison to their less frequent exercising peers 
who employed spontaneous and negative self-talk most often, frequent exercisers were more 
likely to report using goal-directed and positive statements. Finally, frequent exercisers’ self-talk 
was associated with favorable behavior and used during exercise more than less frequent 
exercisers, whose self-talk was more commonly associated with unfavorable behaviors and used 
outside of exercise settings. Future research can aim to identify a causal relationship between 
self-talk and exercise behavior in teen girls, and the possibilities for strategic self-talk 
interventions to combat the widespread trend of inactivity are countless. Based on the paucity of 
evidence available at this time, to facilitate exercise behavior and adherence in teenage girls, the 
use of positive motivational, efficacious self-talk that promotes autonomous sources of 
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